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Abstract Although content analyses have found that superhero programs in the media portray strong gender stereotypes
of masculinity, little research has examined the effects of
viewing such programs. In the current study, 134 mothers of
preschool children (from the Western and Northwestern United States) reported their child’s superhero exposure in the
media, male-stereotyped play, weapon play, and parental active mediation of the media at two time points (1 year apart).
Results revealed that boys viewed superhero programs more
frequently than girls, with nearly a quarter of boys viewing
superhero programs at least weekly. Analyses revealed that
superhero exposure was related to higher levels of malestereotyped play for boys and higher levels of weapon play
for both boys and girls from Time 1 to Time 2, even after
controlling for initial levels. Parental active mediation did not
negate these effects, and even served to strengthen one finding
for girls. Specifically, among girls with high superhero exposure, weapon play was highest for girls who received frequent
active mediation. Implications of the results are discussed with
a focus on whether such programs are developmentally appropriate for preschool children.
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Introduction
Although superheroes in the media are popular among young
children in the U.S. (e.g., Brown et al. 2009), research has not
examined the influence of viewing superhero programs on
gendered forms of play in children. The media tends to portray
strong gender stereotypes for both boys and girls. For example, two separate special issues (Rudy et al. 2010, 2011) in this
journal reveal strong gender stereotypes in multiple mediums
including television (Hether and Murphy 2010), movies
(Smith et al. 2010) U.S. and International advertisements
(Paek et al. 2011), U.S. and Korean magazines (Nam et al.
2011), and music videos (Wallis 2011). Additionally, they call
for more research on the effects of viewing gendered behavior
in the media (also see Zosuls et al. 2011). Please note that all
studies described in this study are based on U.S. samples
except where noted.
The aims of the study were fourfold. According to social
cognitive theory of gender development (Bussey and Bandura
1999), viewing gender stereotypical behavior in the media can
influence play in children. This theory suggests that behavioral outcomes, such as play, are vitally important for both
exploring and rehearsing gender roles (Bussey and Bandura
1999). Accordingly, the current study will (1) examine the
influence of viewing superhero programs on children’s gendered behavior, specifically in reference to play. Additionally,
given that there are many weapons in superhero media, viewing such media has the potential to influence weapon play in
children, which may be a precursor for aggressive behavior in
children (Wegener-Spohring 1994). Accordingly, the study
adds to the literature by being the first study, to our knowledge, (2) to examine the effect of any type of media on
weapon play. Additionally, theory (Bussey and Bandura
1999) would suggest that boys may be particularly influenced
by viewing strong gender stereotypes in the media given that
most superheroes are male, and adults and peers are more
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likely to sanction gendered behavior in boys. Therefore the
study will (3) examine how viewing strong male gender
stereotypes in superhero programs influences both boys and
girls. Finally, the vast majority of studies on media effects on
gender stereotypes in children are cross-sectional, with longitudinal designs being very rare (e.g., Zosuls et al. 2011). Such
a design will allow us to examine whether media or preexisting gender stereotypes are driving any associations between media and gendered play. Thus, the current study adds
to the literature by (4) using a longitudinal design to examine
these two competing hypotheses. In sum, the aim of the
current study is to examine the longitudinal associations between viewing superhero programs in the media and gendered
play (including weapon play) in preschool children.
Superhero Programs
Superheroes have long been popular in U.S. culture, and their
popularity only appears to be growing (Worldwide Grosses
2014). For example, in the past 13 years, superhero movies have
increased exponentially. Since the year 2000, the United States
has seen 70 live action and 41 animated superhero movies,
whereas the previous 50 years produced less than half this total
(List of American Superhero Films 2014). Superhero movies can
be highly profitable; for example, the recently released The
Avengers (Feige and Whedon 2012) earned over 1.5 billion
dollars worldwide, in ticket sales alone (Marvel’s 2012). Apart
from big box office releases, there are a number of television
series, many aimed specifically at children, such as Ultimate
Spider-Man (Bendis and Dini 2012), Young Justice (Register
2010), and Green Lantern (Register and Timm 2011). Even
though such programs are not directly aimed at preschool age
children, they are still immensely popular with this age group,
especially with boys (Brown et al. 2009), given that classic
superheroes are usually more identifiable to boys than girls
(Martin 2007). Given the popularity of superheroes in the media,
the aim of the current study is to examine how viewing such
portrayals in the media influences male-stereotyped play in
children.
An examination of superheroes in the media reveals that
they portray strong gender stereotypes for males. Superheroes
are generally portrayed as strong, assertive, aggressive, fast,
powerful, leaders, and as portraying a muscular ideal body type
(Baker and Raney 2007; Hoffner 1996; McCreary and Sasse
2000; Murnen et al. 2003; Pecora 1992). A recent content
analysis found very few gender differences in regard to gender
stereotyping for male and female superheroes, with even the
females adhering closely to traditional male stereotypes (aggressive, powerful, intelligent, brave, leaders). The few gender
differences found were that female superheroes tended to be
portrayed as more emotional and overexcited, while male superheroes were more likely to be portrayed as threatening and
to show anger (Baker and Raney 2007). Accordingly, superhero
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programs may communicate some of the strongest media messages regarding masculinity as portrayed in the media today.
Despite this, there has been very little research on the effects of
viewing superhero programs, especially at young ages.
Effects of Gender Stereotyping in the Media
In general, research has shown that many types of media
portray gender stereotypes, and media exposure to traditional
gender stereotypes is associated with gender stereotypes in
children (e.g., Collins 2011; Thompson and Zerbinos 1997).
Mayes and Valentine (1979) defined gender-role stereotypes
as collections of gender-specific attributes or traditional norms
that differentiate typical feminine behavior patterns from typical masculine behavior patterns in society. Indeed, the more
television children watch, the more stereotypical they are in
terms of gendered personality traits (e.g., Frueh and McGhee
1975), occupations (Beuf 1974), domestic activities
(Signorielli and Lears 1992), and the more likely they are to
believe that men hold a higher status than women (Halim et al.
2013a). A meta-analysis of 30 studies found that television
viewing can develop or reinforce children’s attitudes regarding gender stereotypes (Herrett-Skjellum and Allen 1996). In
contrast, exposure to non-traditional stereotypes is associated
with more flexible stereotypes for gender roles (e.g., Brand
1996; Johnston and Ettema 1982). Preschoolers (study done
in U.S. and Canada) are particularly vulnerable to such messages, as their perceptions of gender are beginning to be
established at this age (Blakemore 2003; Serbin et al. 1993).
However, much of the research on gender stereotypes in the
media has focused on females (e.g., Zosuls et al. 2011). This is
no surprise given that females are often sexualized and
misrepresented in many aspects of media. However, boys can
certainly be influenced by gender stereotypes in the media. For
example, a number of studies have found that boys construct
their masculinity in part by using certain types of media, including television programs, movies, print media, and hip hop music
(e.g., Hust 2006; Javors 2004; Prusank 2007; Halim et al.
2013b). With the concept of masculine traits being healthy and
desirable, the superhero genre may be taking advantage of
already held views of masculinity in the U.S. and perpetuating
those traits to a higher extreme or a super idealistic masculinity
(Baker and Raney. 2007; Seem and Clark 2006). By so doing,
this type of media becomes more popular and more influential.
Recent research has found that there are strong themes of
masculinity in superhero programs that appeal directly to young
boys and many parents are fine with the messages these programs portray (Baker and Raney 2007; Brown et al. 2009;
Hoffner 1996; McCreary and Sasse 2000; Murnen et al. 2003;
Pecora 1992). Though research has shown that superhero programs are marketed toward and are viewed by young boys, and
contain strong gender stereotypes of masculinity, empirical research has not examined the effect of viewing such programs.
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Accordingly, the current study will specifically examine the
influence viewing superhero programs have on preschooler’s
gender stereotyping in terms of play.
Culture
The value a country places on masculinity may be expressed
through the media. According to Hofstede (2001), feelings about
masculinity is a defining aspect of culture, with some cultures
adhering to masculinity norms more strongly than others. Research has found that masculinity is both valued and rewarded in
U.S. culture, with some Asian (e.g., Japan, China) European
(e.g. Hungary, Austria), and South American (e.g., Venezuela,
Mexico, Colombia) countries reporting even stronger masculinity norms. Middle Eastern (e.g., Egypt, Iraq, Kuwait) countries
highly value masculinity as well, though are slightly lower than
the U.S. In Hofstede’s (2001) research, Norwegian countries
(e.g., Sweden, Norway, Finland) were some of the lowest in
terms of their value of masculinity norms. Little to no change has
occurred in the last 50 years in regards to what the general U.S.
public considers as masculine behavior, but traditional feminine
behavior has become fluid enough to include both feminine and
masculine characteristics as acceptable (Seem and Clark 2006).
Masculinity values in the U.S. are shown in part by the media’s
focus on the production of superhero films, which arguably
uphold extremely strong messages regarding masculinity.
Though superhero media are generally marketed in the U.S.,
many different countries outside the U.S. view such programs.
For example, the recently released Iron Man 3 (Feige and Black
2013) made twice as much money internationally than domestically (Worldwide Grosses 2014). Though many cultures do not
value the strong masculinity norms we see in the U.S. (Hofstede
2001), exposure to superhero programs has the potential to
influence acceptance of such norms in other cultures.
Social Cognitive Theory of Gender Development
Social cognitive theory of gender development provides a
useful mechanism to understand why viewing gender
stereotyping in the media, particularly in superhero programs,
may be associated with greater subscription to male-stereotyped
play (Bussey and Bandura 1999). According to this theory,
gender development is a complex process that is shaped by
three major sources of influence. First, is modeling, where
children learn gendered behavior by observing others. The
mass media falls under the realm of modeling, as children are
exposed to many examples of gender stereotyped behavior in
the media. According to the theory, children are more likely to
attend to salient, powerful, same-gender models when multiple
models are presented. Additionally, they are more likely to learn
from models that are rewarded rather than punished for their
behavior. Superheroes represent salient and powerful characters
that are likely to grab children’s attention. An examination of
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superhero programs reveal that superheroes are most certainly
rewarded (e.g., fame, saving the city) for being assertive, aggressive, powerful, strong, and muscular. Accordingly, these
models may be very powerful and attractive role models for
young children (Baker and Raney 2007). Boys may be particularly influenced by gender messages in superhero programs,
as conformity to gender stereotypes tends to be more pronounced and valued for boys than for girls (Bussey and
Bandura 1984, 1992; Slaby and Frey 1975). Thus, we would
expect the strong themes of masculinity as portrayed in superhero programs to influence preschoolers’ activities and play,
particularly for boys. Though superheroes clearly live in a
fantasy world, preschoolers have not yet developed the ability
to distinguish between fantasy and reality, increasing the likelihood that they may be influenced even by fantastical media
characters (Davies 1997; Hawkins 1977; Valkenburg 2004).
The second influence is enactive experience, where children
learn from the outcomes of their behavior. Accordingly to the
theory, children can learn from viewing other-gender models,
however, this learning does not always translate into behavior.
Most gender-linked behavior is heavily socially sanctioned so
children learn quickly that other-gender behavior may be
punished by peers or parents. Research has found that this is
particularly true for boys; both parents and peers are significantly
less tolerant of other-gender behavior for boys as compared to
girls (e.g. Sandnabba and Ahlberg 1999). Superhero programs
are highly masculinized; accordingly, it is likely that when boys
incorporate such messages into their play, peers and adults
would socially sanction this behavior. Female superheroes are
less common; however, they represent strong, powerful, characters that do not conform to female stereotypes. Though research
suggests that girls may learn from viewing such portrayals (e.g.,
Ashby and Wittmaier 1978; O’Bryant and Corder-Bolz 1978),
this learning may not reliably transfer to their play, given that
they may experience a swift, negative response from both peers
and adults. Again, this part of the theory suggests that superheroes would be more influential for boys than girls.
The third source of influence is direct tuition, where parents
verbally instruct children regarding appropriate gender behavior. In the current study, we examine parental mediation,
which may be viewed as a type of direct tuition from parents
where they can verbally express their feelings regarding the
behavior of media characters. Though parents do verbally
discuss gender with their children, research shows that this
last influence is generally the weakest (Rosenthal and
Zimmerman 1978). Accordingly, if we do see any effects of
parental mediation, we would expect them to be weak at best.
Play and Gender Role Development
Important to the current study, social cognitive theory of gender
development specifically highlights the importance of examining play in gender role development. First, the theory suggests
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that children’s play is “structured and channeled by social
influences”, including the media (Bussey and Bandura 1999,
p. 695). Second, through play, children reinforce learned behavior through the media. Play represents what social cognitive
theory calls a “symbolic representation” which is then repeatedly rehearsed, cementing learning of gendered behavior in
memory (p. 695). Additionally, play gives children a chance
to “practice” the gendered behavior they see in the media that
leads to higher levels of self efficacy for behaving in gender
stereotyped ways in the future (p. 695).
A focus on play is critical to understanding the development of children in preschool. In the early years of childhood,
pretend play, in particular, is rapidly evolving in elaboration
and complexity. Child development theorists such as Piaget
have long tied great importance to the role of pretend play in
early development (Piaget 1932). It is in this context that
children may come to act out social roles, with insights gained
from observation and emulation of admired adult figures.
More importantly, joint pretend play with others, referred to
as sociodramatic play, allows for the child to play with and
elaborate upon the social symbols they have gained in other
contexts, including media exposure.
Generally speaking, pretend play is associated with adaptive functioning (e.g., self-regulation) and, in turn, better
social behavior (Elias and Berk 2002; Russ 2004). Both
aggressive behavior and pretend play peak during the early
childhood years (Peterson and Flanders 2005). Interactions
among boys, particularly in the context of sociodramatic play,
may include rough and tumble play with an assortment of
pretend aggressive behaviors (Fehr and Russ 2013). The
availability of toy weapons may also encourage pretend engagement in aggressive pretend play. Significant controversy
exists over whether aggression in pretend play should be of
concern, with some suggesting that sociodramatic play may
reinforce the lessons learned from violent media exposure
(Fehr and Russ 2013). This is of particular concern for young
boys, who tend to focus on physical aggression in their peer
interactions, consistent with the main focus of superhero
media. In this study, we aim to assess whether superhero
media predicts the amount of gender stereotyped (masculine)
play or weapon play in which preschoolers engage.
Weapon Play
One further aspect of gender stereotyping examined in the current study is playing with toy weapons, a behavior that is more
common among boys (Caufield 2002; Smith 1994; Watson and
Peng 1992; Wegener-Spohring 1994; Halim et al. 2013b). Indeed, playing with toy weapons is often included in gender
stereotype measures for preschool age children (e.g., Golombok
and Rust 1993). Though such play is normative among young
U.S. and European children, many parents and teachers have
concerns that it might lead to aggressive behavior and that
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weapon play should be discouraged at schools (Costabile et al.
1992; Holland 2003; Smith 1994). Recent school shootings, such
as the one in Newtown, CT, tend to exacerbate fears over playing
with toy weapons, resulting in policies such as kindergarteners
being expelled from school for bringing toy guns to class (Walsh
2013). Though there is some controversy about the acceptability
of weapon play, and specifically regarding war play related to
superheroes (see Holland 2003; Popper 2013), research has
found that children who do play with toy weapons tend to be
more physically aggressive (Watson and Peng 1992). Additionally, a large body of research shows that children who view
violence on television (including violence with weapons) tend
to be more aggressive both in the short and long term (Anderson
et al. 2003). Other research has shown a weapons effect where
simply seeing an image of a weapon is associated with aggressive behavior (Anderson et al. 1998). Given that superhero
programs do involve a wide range of weapons (e.g., bow and
arrows, shields, chains, guns, swords, hammers, lasers, batarangs; Brown et al. 2009), the current study will specifically
examine this aspect of gendered play.
Exposure to media violence has been associated with a
number of outcomes relevant to gender stereotypes (e.g.,
aggression) and may be transferred to children’s play, in the
form of gender stereotypes or weapon play (e.g., Anderson
et al. 2003; Brown et al. 2009). Often, playful interactions with
peers start out with benign intent, but may turn aggressive if
the individual is unable to self-regulate or show appropriate
levels of the play (e.g., Peterson and Flanders 2005). Though
superhero programs do contain violence (which may be related
to gender stereotypes), they contain many other non-violent
messages about masculinity, as we have detailed earlier in the
introduction. Accordingly, to ensure that we are not simply
using superhero exposure as a proxy for media violence, we
will control for media violence in all major analyses.
Parental Mediation of Media
Because certain television content has been shown to have
undesirable effects on children, researchers have investigated
the effectiveness of different methods to help reduce the
effects of media on children. Decades of research demonstrate
that parental active mediation, or “conversations that parents
have with children about television” (Nathanson 2001, pp.
120), is consistently one of the most effective ways to reduce
the media’s negative effect on children (Austin et al. 2009;
Nathanson 2001). Specific to superhero media potrayals,
Bauer and Dettore (1997) argue that it is the parent’s responsibility, through parental active mediation, to educate their
children on the reasoning behind the superhero’s actions and
to make sure that they facilitate the children’s development
and understanding of the superhero’s actions.
Active mediation has specifically been shown to change
children’s responses to more typical television portrayals of
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gender stereotypes. For example, Corder-Bolz (1980) showed
an episode of All in the Family to 500 elementary-school
children in which the father, Frank, did stereotypical female
chores, such as cooking, and the wife, Irene, did stereotypical
male chores, such as fixing appliances. During the show, some
of the children heard messages from the experimenters encouraging the acceptance of non-traditional gender roles.
Children who heard the mediation message were more
accepting of non-traditional gender roles than children who
did not receive the mediation message. In another study, 83
kindergarten through sixth-grade children were shown four
clips of a television situation comedy in which three daughters
in a middle-class family engaged in gender stereotypical behavior, such as giving each other facials and complaining
about bugs, dirt, and broken nails while camping
(Nathanson et al. 2002). Younger children (K-2nd grade) in
the sample who received an active mediation message that
explicitly contradicted the stereotypical behaviors portrayed in
the show were significantly more accepting of nontraditional
gender roles than younger children who did not receive active
mediation. Active mediation was thus associated with younger children’s belief that women can participate in stereotypically masculine behaviors. The mediation raised younger
children’s acceptance of non-traditional gender roles to the
level of acceptance held by the older children.
It is important to note that neither of these studies reported
an effect of the interaction between active mediation and
gender. Other developmental differences, such as age, may
indeed affect children’s responses to active mediation. For
example, Cantor and Wilson (1984) found that active mediation had minimal impact on younger children’s (age 3–5)
emotional responses to a clip from a scary scene from The
Wizard of Oz, but produced strong significant changes among
children ages 9–11. Similarly, Wilson and Cantor (1987)
found that active mediation tended to reduce fear among older
children, but increased the fear of younger children, when they
were exposed to the snake pit scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark.
In addition, Nathanson (2004) argued that younger children
may not respond as well to factual mediation because “asking
young children to think about and store this kind of information while viewing a television program may exhaust their
cognitive resources, making them unable to benefit from a
factual approach” (p. 324), while for older children, factual
mediation may backfire since they have more cognitive capacity to devote attention to things such as violence without
negative evaluations present to bias the processing.
No evidence exists, however, to suggest that the effect of
active mediation should be expected to differ based on the
child’s gender. It is true that boys and girls have different
concepts of aggression—boys are typically more physically
aggressive than girls (Archer 2004; Bettencourt and Miller
1996; Eagly and Steffen 1986), and girls are more likely to
engage in relational aggression (Côté et al. 2007; Underwood
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et al. 2009)—but scholars have only argued that these gender
differences explain why boys and girls respond differently to
media depictions of violence (Nathanson and Cantor 2000),
and not to the actual active mediation of these media depictions. Therefore, this study explores whether or not active
mediation affects boys and girls differently.
Aims of the Study and Hypotheses
Although research has found that superhero programs contain
a high amount of gender stereotypes and send strong messages
regarding masculinity (Baker and Raney 2007), no research
has examined whether viewing such programs leads to increased male-stereotyped play among preschool children. Accordingly, the current study will model whether viewing superheroes in the media is associated with heightened malestereotyped play and weapon play across time, while controlling for initial levels of male-stereotyped play, weapons play,
and TV violence. We will also test an alternative model
regarding whether male-stereotyped play and weapon play
predict heightened superhero exposure over time. It may be
that children who are already highly gender stereotyped (in
terms of play) may seek out superhero portrayals in the media
in the future. In this case, preexisting gender roles would be
motivating media choice. Our hypotheses are as follows:
H1 Based on previous research, and social cognitive theory
of gender development we predict that viewing high
levels of superhero programs will be positively associated with heightened levels of male-stereotyped play and
weapon play over time, rather than the alternative direction. We predict that these results will be apparent even
after controlling for initial levels of male-stereotyped
play, weapons play, and levels of TV violence.
H2 We examine gender as a moderator in this regard. Given
the broad appeal of superheroes to boys (Brown et al.
2009), and research suggesting that children internalize
and imitate characters they feel are similar to them
(Anderson et al. 2003), we expect these effects to be
stronger for boys than girls. Indeed, social cognitive
theory of gender development would suggest that viewing stereotypical male behavior in the media would be
more influential on play in boys (Bussey and Bandura
1999). Specifically we expect that superhero exposure
will be positively associated with male-stereotyped play
(including weapon play) over time for boys but not for
girls. Though girls may learn from viewing superheroes
in the media, we do not expect to see this learning
translate into play for girls, as social sanctions against
cross-gender play tend to be strong for preschool children (Lamb et al. 1980). Again, we predict this after
controlling for initial levels of male-stereotyped play
and exposure to media violence.
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H3 We also examine parental mediation as a moderator of
superhero exposure and play. Based on research showing
that active parental mediation can influence gender role
development in children (Nathanson et al. 2002), we
predict that higher levels of parental mediation will be
associated with a decrease in the strength of the relationship between superhero exposure and male-stereotyped
play (including weapon play). However, given that active parental mediation in preschoolers tends to be weaker than other types of mediation, we expect the effects, if
any, to be somewhat weak. We examine gender in this
regard, but do not any hypothesize gender differences.

Method
Participants and Procedures
Participants were parents of 134 children (boys, n=62; girls
n=72, M age=4.91 years, SD=.62, age range 3 to 6 years old)
attending either a university preschool or local preschool in
two different Western states. Parents of children were
contacted via email and were asked to participate in a study
on children and the media. At Time 1 we had a 73 % overall
consent rate from parents. One year later, parents were again
contacted via email and were asked to participate in a follow
up study. Parents received an email with a link to the study and
all questionnaires were completed online. One hundred and
five parents fully completed the questionnaire at Time 2,
resulting in a 78 % retention rate from Time 1 (boys, n=50;
girls n=55, M age=5.81 years, SD=.88).
Questionnaires were all parent report, predominantly (98 %)
from the mother (M age at Time 1=34.03 years, SD=4.24). For
demographic variables, a series of chi-squares showed that the
gender distribution was equal for ethnicity, parental relationship
status, parental education, and parental income (p>.05 in all
comparisons). Parental work status differed as a function of
child gender, with more parents working for boys than girls,
χ2 (1)=6.61, p<.05. Table 1 shows a breakdown for demographic characteristics.
Measures
Parents reported on a variety of variables for their children,
both at Time 1 and Time 2.
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Table 1 Demographic characteristics by child gender

Ethnicity
White
Other
Parental relationship status
Married
Other
Parental education
Less than a Bachelor’s
Bachelor’s degree
Higher degree (e.g. MSc, PhD)
Work outside the homea
Yes
No
Income
<$30,000
$30,001–$80,000
>$80,0000
a

Boys

Girls

43 (88 %)
6 (12 %)

51 (92 %)
5 (8 %)

43 (91 %)
4 (9 %)

53 (98 %)
1 (2 %)

10 (21 %)
20 (48 %)
17 (36 %)

12 (22 %)
28 (52 %)
14 (26 %)

21 (46 %)
25 (54 %)

12 (22 %)
42 (78 %)

6 (14 %)
19 (43 %)
19 (43 %)

4 (7 %)
24 (49 %)
23 (46 %)

Comparison is significant at p<.05 level

superheroes (like the ones depicted above?)”. Responses
for this single-item measure were indicated on a 7-pointLikert scale (0 = “never”, 6 = “2–3 times a week”), and an
assessment was made at both time points.
Male-Stereotyped Play
Parents completed a modified version of the Preschool Activities Inventory (Golombok and Rust 1993), a 14-item measure of
gender stereotyping in terms of activities and play of preschoolers. Modified items included changing “fighting” to “play
fighting or wrestling” and changing “dressing up in girlish
clothes” to “playing dress up”. Parents were asked to rate how
frequently their child engaged in a number of activities during
the past month (e.g., “Playing house (e.g., cleaning, cooking)””,
“Sports and ball games”) on a 5-point-Likert scale (1 = “never”
to 5 = “very often”). As is typical with this measure, stereotypically female items were reversed coded, and all items were
averaged, so a higher score indicated more male gender
stereotyping. Cronbach’s alpha was acceptable at both time
points (Time 1, α=.83; Time 2, α=.86).
Weapon Play

Superhero Exposure
Parents were shown a number of pictures depicting common superheroes (e.g., Spiderman, Batman, Captain America,
X-men) and were asked “How often does your child watch
television shows or movies (including DVDs) portraying

Two additional items from the Preschool Activities Inventory
(Golombok and Rust 1993) were measured separately to
assess the frequency with which toy weapons (guns, swords,
or other objects being used as guns or swords) are used during
play. For these items, parents were asked to indicate how
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frequently their child played with different toys during the
past month, again on a 5-point-Likert scale (1 = “never”
to 5 = “very often”). These items were averaged and
higher scores indicated higher levels of weapon play.
Cronbach’s alpha was acceptable at both time points
(Time 1, α=.76; Time 2, α=.83).
Television Violence
Many of the superhero programs have been criticized for
portraying high levels of media violence, which can be associated with gender stereotypes, such as aggressive behavior
(Brown et al. 2009). Accordingly, to ensure that our findings
were not simply a reflection of the programs being violent, we
used television violence exposure (assessed at Time 1) as a
control measure throughout the study. Parents were asked to
indicate their children’s three favorite television programs. For
each, they were given a detailed definition of physical violence (including examples) and were asked to rate how violent
each program was on a 7-point-Likert scale (1 = “none at all”
to 7 = “very high amount”). Media violence scores across the
three favorite programs were averaged and higher scores
represented higher levels of media violence exposure on television. Such a technique has been used in a number of media
violence studies, with viewer self-reported ratings of media
violence being correlated with expert ratings of violence at
r=.75 (e.g., Anderson et al. 2007; Gentile et al. 2004).
Parental Mediation
Parents reported their active mediation of their child’s media
by responding to three items (e.g., “How often do you try to
help your child understand what he/she sees in the media?”)
using a 5-point-Likert scale (1 = “never” to 5 = “very often”;
Nathanson and Botta 2003). These items were averaged and
higher levels indicated higher levels of parental mediation.
Cronbach’s alpha was acceptable at both time points (Time 1,
α=.88; Time 2, α=.87).

Results
Preliminary assumption testing was first conducted to check
for normality, linearity, univariate and multivariate outliers,
homogeneity of covariance matrices, and multicollinearity
(VIF ranged from 1.01 to 1.45). The data met the conditions
for each of the above for subsequent analyses, however,
weapon play was moderately skewed for girls. We attempted
a number of transformations of the data, however, this did not
make a substantial difference in the results or the distribution
of the data. Accordingly, we use the original data in the
analyses below, though we note that this variable be viewed
with some caution.
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Preliminary Analyses
We first examined gender differences for all main variables.
First, we noted that there was a large range of superhero
viewing, especially for boys. Twenty percent of boys had
never seen any media portraying superheroes, while about
20 % viewed it at least once a week or more. The remainder
of the boys viewed such programs occasionally, anywhere
from less than once a month to 2–3 times a month. The range
was more restricted for girls, with nearly half never viewing or
only viewing superhero programs once, and only 2 % viewing
such programs once or more a week.
A Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was conducted using gender as the independent variable and superhero viewing, violence in the media, male-stereotyped play,
weapons play, and parental mediation at both time points as
the dependent variables. The analysis revealed a significant
overall effect for gender, F (10, 73)=23.93, p<.001; partial
η2 =.77. Table 2 shows means and standard deviations for
main variables at both time points. Boys were exposed to
significantly more superhero programs, time 1: F (1, 82)=
6.97, p<.01; partial η2 =.08, time 2: F (1, 82)=12.34 p<.010;
partial η2 =.13, and violence in the media, time 1: F (1, 82)=
9.18, p<.01; partial η2 =.10, time 2: F (1, 82)=17.42, p<.001;
partial η2 =.18, as compared to girls. Boys also showed
significantly higher levels of male-stereotyped play, time 1:
F (1, 82)=206.45, p<.001; partial η2 =.72, time 2: F (1, 82)=
161.94, p<.001; partial η2 =.66, and weapon play, time 1:
F (1, 82)=34.21, p<.001; partial η2 =.29, time 2: F (1, 82)=
31.94, p<.001; partial η2 =.28, as compared to girls. There
was no gender difference for active parental mediation at
either time point, time 1: F (1, 82)=.59, p=.45; partial
η2 =.01, time 2: F (1, 82)=.39, p=.54; partial η2 =.01.

Table 2 Estimated marginal means and standard errors for all variables
by gender
Boys

Girls

Scale range

M

SE

M

SE

T1: Superhero programs*
T2: Superhero programs*
T1: TV violence*
T2: TV violence*
T1: Male-stereotyped play**
T2: Male-stereotyped play**

3.71
4.15
1.80
2.41
3.52
3.59

.26
.27
.11
.15
.06
.07

2.77
2.81
1.32
1.57
2.42
2.38

.25
.27
.11
.14
.06
.07

0–6
0–6
1–7
1–7
1–5
1–5

T1: Weapon play**
T2: Weapon play**
T1: Active mediation
T2: Active mediation

2.70
3.13
3.10
3.64

.12
.16
.08
.11

1.73
1.91
3.12
3.73

.11
.15
.08
.11

1–5
1–5
1–5
1–5

Gender differences as found by the MANOVA are marked: *p<.01;
**p<.001; T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2
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Table 3 Bivariate correlations of main variables

1. Superhero programs (T1)
2. Superhero programs (T2)
3. Male-stereotyped play (T1)
4. Male-stereotyped play (T2)
5. Weapon play (T1)
6. Weapon play (T2)
7. TV violence (T1)
8. TV violence (T2)
9. Active mediation (T1)
10. Active mediation (T2)

1.

2.

–

.63***
–
.11
.24+
.22
.42**
.18
.50***
.01
−.21

.72***
−.12
.07
.12
.32*
.25
.40**
−.13
−.35*

3.
.32*
.29*
–
.63***
.06
.17
−.20
.03
.21
.23

4.

5.

.40**
.28*
.64***
–
.13
.32*
−.01
.23
.06
.15

.40**
.18
.16
.25+
–
.60***
.15
.22
−.02
.03

6.

7.

.44**
.37**
.28
.46***
.66***
–
−.02
.34*
−.08
−.05

.45**
.37**
.16
.17
.42**
.36*
–
.45***
.07
−.01

8.
.28
.46***
.04
.08
.39**
.41**
.61***
–
−.04
−.11

9.

10.

.08
−.05
−.03
.06
.22
.24
.08
−.11
–
.79***

.06
−.09
.03
.05
.23
.19
−.02
−.09
.84***
–

+p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. Boys represented in the upper diagonal, girls in the lower diagonal. T1 = time 1; T2 = time 2

Additionally, at the bivariate level, most study variables
were positively correlated with each other as expected (see
Table 3 for full correlation matrix as split by gender). For
boys, superhero exposure was associated with higher levels of
male-stereotyped play and weapon play at every time point,
and importantly, over time. For girls, superhero exposure was
only associated with weapon play, and only at Time 2. Additionally, television violence was strongly associated with superhero exposure and weapon play, but for boys only.

The final model resulted in adequate fit, X2 (4)=4.86,
p=.30; CFI=.99, RMSEA=.05; RMSEA 90 % CI .000 .162. Although male-stereotyped play and weapon play were
highly stable over time, viewing superheroes in the media at
Time 1 predicted higher levels of male-stereotyped play for
boys only, β=.29, p<.05, and weapon play for both girls,
β=.29, p<.05, and boys, β=.25, p<.05, at Time 2, even
after controlling for initial levels of these variables at Time 1
(see Fig. 1).

Main Analyses

Alternative Model

Male-Stereotyped Play and Weapon Play Over Time

We also examined an alternative model, one where malestereotyped play and weapon play predicted higher levels of
superhero viewing over time. The model was completely
saturated, so model fit statistics are not shown. Exposure to
superhero media was highly stable over time. Neither malestereotyped play, β=.10, p>.05, nor weapon play, β=−12,
p>.05, predicted change in the levels of superhero programs
over time for boys. Conversely, male-stereotyped play did
predict higher levels of superhero programs over time for girls,
β=.20, p<.05, though weapon play did not, β=.04, p>.05
(See Fig. 2).

Hypothesis 1 suggested that superhero media would be associated with heightened male gendered play over time. To
examine this possibility, a structural model using the maximum likelihood data estimation method was analyzed with the
Analysis of Moments Structure (AMOS) software [version
20]. Participants for this model consisted of individuals with
both time 1 and time 2 data (n=105). This model considered
exposure to superhero programs at Time 1 predicting malestereotyped and weapon play at Time 2. Male-stereotyped
play, weapon play, and TV violence at Time 1 all served as
control variables. Hypothesis 2 predicted that effects of superhero media would be stronger for boys than girls. To test for
group differences as a function of the gender of the child, a
series of multi-group models were estimated and compared
using chi-square difference tests. Structural paths were examined by comparing models where paths were free to vary
across child gender to a model where paths were constrained
to be equal across gender. Comparing the fully constrained
model to the fully unconstrained model resulted in a significant decrease in model fit, X2 difference (8)=18.76, p<.05,
suggesting structural variance as a function of child gender.
Thus, the best fitting model was a fully unconstrained model,
allowing all paths to freely vary across gender.

Parental Mediation
Hypothesis three suggested that active parental mediation
would moderate associations between superhero exposure
and gendered play. Additionally, we examined gender as a
potential moderator in these analyses. For parental mediation,
because the measures of active mediation are continuous
measures, we conducted two hierarchical regression analyses
to determine if active mediation altered the effect of superhero
exposure on children’s male-stereotyped play and weapon
play. These analyses also explored whether the effect of active
mediation depended on children’s gender. Each of the analyses was conducted using Hayes (2013) PROCESS SPSS
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Fig. 1 Structural model of
superhero exposure predicting
male-stereotyped play and
weapon play over time

Notes. Standardized values are shown, boys’ values
are depicted first, girls’ values second. For the sake
of simplicity, inter-correlations between error terms
are not shown. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

macro computational tool. This tool conducts hierarchical
regression analyses, allowing for testing the effect of a moderating variable (the active mediation variable) and for the
effect of a three-way interaction (adding gender to the model).
The analyses were not included in the SEM model in order to
allow for statistical pick-a-point probing of the interactions.
The PROCESS tool allows for statistically probing the effect
of the primary interaction with alpha set at .05 using the
complete multiple regression model and all cases contributing
to that model at assigned values of the primary moderator (the
active mediation variable) and the secondary moderator
(gender). In this way, pick-a-point probing can provide us
with an estimate of the effect of the focal predictor at different
representative values of the moderators (Hayes and Matthes
2009), giving us a better understanding of the conditions

under which the relationship between the superhero exposure
and effects of that exposure is significant. For simplicity, we
only report the results of the hypothesized interactions below.
For the first regression model, with Time 2 gender
stereotyping as the dependent variable, step 1 included Time
1 (T1) active mediation, (T1) superhero exposure, gender,
(T1) TV violence exposure, and (T1) male-stereotyped play.
Step 2 included the products of (a) (T1) superhero exposure
and (T1) active mediation, (b) (T1) superhero exposure and
gender, and (c) (T1) active mediation and gender. The final
step included the three-way interaction of (T1) superhero
exposure, (T1) active mediation and gender. Results revealed
that the relationship between superhero exposure and malestereotyped play at Time 2 did not depend on active mediation, p>.05. Results of the three-way interaction revealed that

Fig. 2 Alternative model of
male-stereotyped play and
weapon play predicting superhero
exposure over time

Notes. Standardized values are shown, boys’
values are depicted first, girls’ values second. *p
< .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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this interaction did not differ based on children’s gender,
p>.05. Probing of the three-way interaction revealed no significant effect at any level of active mediation for either
gender.
The second regression model replicated the first regression
model, except this model predicted Time 2 weapon play
instead of Time 2 male-stereotyped play; accordingly, (T1)
male-stereotyped play was also replaced in the model with
(T1) weapon play. Results failed to find a significant interaction between active mediation and superhero exposure or a
three-way interaction between superhero exposure, active
mediation, and gender. However, probing of the three-way
interaction revealed a significant effect of active mediation
on the relationship between superhero exposure and weapon
play for girls at high levels (one standard deviation above
the mean) of active mediation by parents, β=.24, p<.05.
Specifically, among girls with high superhero exposure,
weapon play was highest for girls who received frequent
active mediation. On the other hand, among girls with low
superhero exposure, weapon play was lowest for girls who
received frequent active mediation. This interaction is shown
graphically in Fig. 3.

Discussion
This study examined longitudinal associations between preschoolers’ superhero exposure in the media and subsequent
male-stereotyped play and weapon play, and whether active
Fig. 3 The moderating effect of
active mediation on the
relationship between superhero
exposure and weapon play for
boys and girls
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parental mediation moderated these associations. The longitudinal aspect of this study is especially important as it allows
some insight into the direction of effects for superhero media
on various types of gendered play. In general, preschool boys
viewed substantially more television programs and movies
portraying superheroes. This confirms a growing body of
research that shows that superhero programs appeal to young
boys (Brown et al. 2009), likely because of the action/
adventure nature of the programs and the high number of
male superhero characters. However, even though boys were
much more likely to view superhero programs, there was a
wide range in viewing, with many boys never viewing such
programs while others view them multiple times each week.
Accordingly, it appears that parents themselves have different
views of whether viewing superhero programs are appropriate
for preschool age children, given that many completely restrict
or limit access at this age.
Male-Stereotyped Play
We found that boys who viewed superhero programs were
more gender stereotyped in terms of their play and activities
1 year later, even after controlling for initial levels of gender
stereotyped play and other controls. Notably, our alternative
model did not find the opposite – that male-stereotyped play
led to more superhero exposure over time for boys, suggesting
that media may be driving the association between these two
variables over time. This confirms existing research demonstrating that exposure to gender stereotypes in the media can
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influence behavior in real life (e.g., Herrett-Skjellum and
Allen 1996). To our knowledge, this study is the first to
specifically examine superhero programs, a media genre that
has been criticized for promoting hyper-masculinity among
children (Brown et al. 2009). The vast majority of superheroes
(including female characters) are portrayed as powerful,
strong, aggressive, muscular, and as leaders. Preschool boys
who regularly view such programs appear to be internalizing
such messages and show heightened gender stereotypes in
terms of play and activities a year later. According to social
cognitive theory of gender development (Bussey and Bandura
1999) children are most likely to learn from characters that are
highly salient, powerful, and rewarded for their behavior.
Superheroes are generally portrayed positively and are
rewarded, essentially for prescribing to hyper-masculinity
norms. Accordingly, boys learn a powerful lesson regarding
what it means to be a man from these programs, which is then
translated into their own gendered play.
Conversely, we did not find the same effect for girls. Given
that girls view less superhero programs and there are fewer
female characters, it was not surprising that the effects were
stronger for boys. However, when female superheroes are
portrayed, they typically portray the same masculine traits as
male superheroes (Baker and Raney 2007). Some research
would suggest that viewing counter-stereotypes regarding
gender may decrease gender stereotyping in children (e.g.,
Brand 1996; Johnston and Ettema 1982); however, this was
not found in our study. Girls who frequently viewed superhero
programs exhibited similar levels of male-stereotyped play as
those who viewed these programs less frequently. This confirms social cognitive theory of gender development (Bussey
and Bandura 1999) which suggests that though girls may learn
about gender from viewing opposite gender characters, this
may not translate into their actual play, which may be more
influenced by peer norms. It may be that preschool girls are
also consuming large amounts of media that are reinforcing
feminine traits. For example, media that features princesses is
very popular among preschool girls (e.g., Iger 2006) and
contains highly stereotypical portrayals of gender (England
et al. 2011). Perhaps for girls, viewing the masculine behavior
of superheroes is not sufficient to counteract their exposure to
highly feminine representations in other media. Future research should address this possibility by examining superhero exposure within the context of the complete media diet
of young children.
Instead, the results of the current study may shed some light
on the relationship between superhero exposure and malestereotyped play for girls. We found that girls who show
higher levels of male-stereotyped play at time 1 were more
likely to view superhero programs in the media at time 2.
Interestingly, we did not find a concurrent association between
viewing superhero programs and male-stereotyped play at
time 1. Accordingly, this provides some evidence that levels

Sex Roles (2014) 70:416–430

of gender stereotyped play can shape media choices in the
future. As we mentioned earlier, we did not find this for boys.
Higher levels of superhero exposure and male-stereotyped
play were both quite rare for girls and it may be that we see
this direction of results only in regards to counter-stereotypical
behavior.
Weapon Play
Although superhero effects for male-stereotyped play were
specific to boys, our results revealed that both boys and girls
who viewed superhero programs were more likely to play
with toy weapons in the future, even after controlling for
initial levels and other controls. Weapon play did not predict
higher levels of superhero exposure for either boys or girls,
suggesting that media may be driving the association between
these two constructs, at least over time. Superheroes certainly
use a broad range of weapons throughout the programs, and
this appears to filter into the play of children who watch these
programs. These results fit well in the context of social cognitive theory of gender development (Bussey and Bandura
1999); if superheroes are rewarded for using weapons, then
children are more likely to integrate weapons in their own
imaginative play. This confirms some of the earliest media
violence research which examined associations between media violence and aggressive play, with children in the classic
Bobo doll study being more likely to imitate an aggressive
model in their own play (Bandura et al. 1963). However,
unlike general play, viewing superheroes in the media did
influence weapon play in girls. This went against our hypotheses, but we can speculate why superheroes would influence
weapon play but not general play in girls. Weapon play is very
rare in girls, especially when they play with other girls (e.g.,
Caufield 2002). Given that sociodramatic play involving both
superheroes and weapons is much more common among
boys, it may be that we only see this behavior among girls
when they are interacting with boys. If girls are playing with
boys then we would not see any of the typical social sanctions
against gendered play as suggested by the social cognitive
theory of gender development (Bussey and Bandura 1999). It
may be that girls who view superhero programs are also more
likely to have male playmates than girls who do not view
superhero programs. We did not measure the gender of our
participants’ playmates, though, so future research should
examine this possibility directly.
Whether weapon play is problematic in preschool-age children is under scrutiny (Holland 2003; Popper 2013). Although
some research suggests that playing with weapons is associated with aggressive behavior in children (Watson and Peng
1992), parents and teachers in a number of cultures hold a
wide range of attitudes concerning the acceptability of such
play (Costabile et al. 1992). Perhaps more concerning is the
potential spillover effect of weapon play on aggressive
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behavior, given that research has found a weapons effect
whereby simply viewing a weapon is associated with increased aggressive thoughts and behavior (Anderson et al.
1998). Though we did not examine aggressive behavior in
the current study, future research should examine whether
viewing superhero programs leads to both increases in weapon play and physical aggression. Though media violence has
been associated with aggressive behavior (Anderson et al.
2003), it will be important to examine the long-term consequences of superhero exposure, given the high levels of violence combined with the many non-violent messages related
to masculinity and power found in superhero programs.

Parental Mediation
This study found little evidence that active mediation can
influence how young children’s gendered behaviors are
affected by exposure to superhero programming. Normatively, preschoolers are extremely rigid in their gender
stereotypes because they are working on the development
of their gender identity (Ruble et al. 2006). Accordingly,
preschoolers may be resistant and less responsive to mediation messages regarding gender portrayals in the media.
It is also possible that younger kids simply do not respond
to active mediation in the way they do to other forms of
mediation, such as restrictive mediation. Restrictive mediation
entails the setting of rules for children’s television exposure,
such as limiting how much television children can watch or
not allowing them to watch certain programming (Nathanson
2001). Mediation research shows a consistent pattern that
younger children respond better to restrictive mediation than
older children (Nathanson 2001).
Results also showed that active mediation may actually
enhance the effects of children’s exposure to superhero programming on weapon play for frequent viewers of superhero
programming (at least for girls). For young children, this
finding is not entirely unexpected. Bussey and Bandura’s
(1999) social cognitive theory of gender development suggests that children learn socially through vicarious behavioral
exemplars. Therefore, parental mediation that is intended to
direct children’s attention to specific media messages and
character attributes should increase the attention, and thus
the cognitive effort and elaboration, that children give to the
messages and character attributes. By directing a child’s attention to an anti-social message, we should expect greater
learning and integration of that message into the children’s
cognitive representation of that message, which could result in
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that the parent considers
undesirable. Perhaps this explains why young children respond better to restrictive mediation than to active mediation—instead of focusing children’s attention on the content
of media messages, as active mediation has the potential to do,
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children are preempted from having the opportunity to pay
attention to the message via restrictive mediation.
Limitations of the Study and Conclusions
Although this study has many strengths, including the longitudinal nature of the data and the focus on preschool children,
there were a number of limitations that should be noted. First,
although the sample had some geographical diversity in its
makeup (both university and local preschools in two different
states), the majority of children came from White, middle
class families in the United States. Accordingly, future research should replicate these results using a diverse population. Additionally, all questionnaires were parent-report. Parents tend to rely on their own gender stereotypes in their
reporting of gender-type behavior in children. Though we
have analyzed everything separately by gender to reduce this
bias, preliminary gender differences should be viewed with
caution. Though all scales showed good reliability, future
research should utilize observational or teacher reports as
additional methodologies. Furthermore, superhero exposure
was rated by a single item; future research could use time
diaries to increase the reliability of parental reports of superhero viewing. Finally, we should note that the parental mediation measure was not specific to superhero programs; instead
it measured general mediation of all types of media. Accordingly, future research should examine how parental mediation
specific to superhero programs influences gender play and
activities in preschoolers.
Despite these limitations, this study provides the first evidence that viewing superhero programs in the media is related
to greater adherence to gender stereotypes for boys in terms of
play and activities, both in the short- and long-term. Additionally, exposure to such media was also associated with increased
weapon play for both boys and girls. Conversely, prior levels of
gender stereotyping predicted increased viewing of superhero
programs for girls only. Importantly, these long-term effects
were found even after controlling for initial levels of both
constructs. In contrast to expectations, parental mediation either
had no effect or in one case actually strengthened the associations. Superheroes have many positive qualities, such as saving,
protecting, and defending those in peril; however, our research
suggests that exposure to such programs during the preschool
years may be a cause for concern; given the associations with
heightened male-stereotyped play and weapon play over time.
Because parental mediation does not negate such associations,
or may even backfire, parents may best consider limiting media
superhero exposure in preschool children.
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